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that can be genetically programmed 
to carry out a variety of functions, 
such as producing carbon-free fuel 
or made-to-order vaccines and 
providing new forms of food and 
clean water. However, the study also 
raises ethical concerns about the 
technology falling into the wrong 
hands, and, for instance being used 
to make biological weapons.”
The weirdest criticism came 
from a scientist, Tom Wakeford of 
Newcastle University. “Like the myth 
that GM crops would feed the world, 
SynBio’s myth-making could lead 
the UK government to waste billions 
by ignoring wider questions as to 
the societal purpose and realism of 
such new technologies,” Wakeford 
ranted. “Venter’s announcement may 
also bring Prince Charles’s fear of the 
planet being taken over by ‘grey goo’ 
a step closer. The gunk would be an 
unstoppable 21st century version of 
John Wyndham’s triffids.”
Venter himself, asked by Steve 
Connor whether he was concerned 
about misuse of the new technology, 
gave this answer: “We have to be 
concerned. It’s a powerful technology 
and I’ve proposed new regulations in 
this field because I feel the existing 
ones don’t go far enough. Because 
we’re inventors and developers 
of this, we want to see everything 
that can be done to prevent misuse 
of the technology. I’ve proposed 
regulating the companies that 
synthesise DNA, to screen [the DNA 
being synthesised] against harmful 
agents, and we’ve given feedback on 
improving those screens and being 
more rigorous.  I’ve been briefing 
Congress on this. We don’t want 
people taken by surprise…” 
Craig Venter could be immensely 
frustrated when interviewed by 
journalists, such as BBC Newsnight’s 
Kirsty Wark on 20 May, who seem to 
believe that he is unaware of and/or 
unbothered about the practical and 
ethical implications of his work. 
Only environmentalists, bioethicists, 
reporters and self-appointed 
activists, it appears, understand and 
care about possible misapplications. 
But, on second thoughts, Venter —  
described by The Sunday Times 
(23 May) as of “a man of supreme 
immodesty” — can probably cope 
with this sort of thing.
Bernard Dixon is the European editor of the 
American Society for Microbiology.
installations so that visitors can 
see creatures from the abyss in 
unprecedented detail. One of the 
highlights of the show is a sperm 
whale skeleton on show for the 
first time. The remains of these 
creatures form part of an important 
deep-sea ecosystem. “We want to 
tell the story of the weird creatures 
that live on a whale carcass for up 
to 50 years,” says Alex Griffin, the 
museum’s exhibition designer.
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Victorian glass sea models form part 
of a new exhibition at the Natural 
History Museum in London to 
celebrate the creatures that inhabit 
the depths of the oceans, one of 
the least-known habitats in the 
world. The Deep, which opened last 
month, uses electronic imagery, real 
specimens and life-size interactive 
Filigree: Delicate glass structures depicting amoeba created in the nineteenth century are 
on display as part of a new show about the ocean abyss: The Deep, at London’s Natural 
History Museum. (Photo: Natural History Museum).
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The sperm whale represents one 
of the most remarkable mammalian 
evolutionary achievements. The 
animal is capable of diving to 
depths of 3,000 metres in its 
search for giant squid, its main 
prey. But the whale dives amongst 
an extraordinary array of creatures 
such as the Black Sea devil, 
distinctly disturbing in appearance. 
Females have huge teeth and a 
light organ on a stalk between their 
eyes. Males are smaller but have 
enormous nostrils for sniffing out a 
mate. Once a male finds a female, 
it attaches itself to its underside 
and remains there as a parasite, 
feeding from the female until 
needed to fertilise her eggs.
Other dramatic creatures on 
display include the viper fish, with 
fangs so big they cannot fit into 
its mouth and instead slide up 
the front of its face. It completely 
dislocates its lower jaw to grab 
large fish and crustaceans.
Much of the material for the 
exhibition has come from previous 
displays in Germany but one 
delicate addition in London 
is the glass crystal models of 
microscopic organisms. The hand-
blown glass, described as fine as 
a cobweb, is on show for the first 
time after decades in storage.
The structures were created 
by father and son Leopold and 
Rudolph Blashka. The Blashkas 
were a family of glass blowers 
from Venice who settled in 
Dresden in the nineteenth century.
By the 1880s the museum was 
buying pieces from the catalogue of 
almost 1,000 structures offered. The 
pieces had a huge appeal to the 
Victorians who wanted to see  
the fantastic discoveries botanists 
and zoologists were making.
Such was their reputation, 
the pair got a commission for a 
collection of 4,000 glass flowers 
for the natural history museum in 
Harvard, which is still one of its 
most popular exhibits.
In London, the exhibitors 
hope that some of the Blashkas’ 
creations will go on permanent 
display again recognising some 
of the museum’s artistic objects 
alongside its scientific material.
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too). The contributors to Primate 
Neuroethology disclose the forces that 
have kept neuroscience and ethology 
apart, and outline ways in which the 
two fields can better unite. 
Why primate neuroscience and 
ethology should better unite is 
nicely articulated by Michael Platt 
and Asif Ghazanfar: unless we use 
behavior to guide our studies of 
primate neuroscience, we cannot 
gain a clear understanding of primate 
neurobiology (including our own). 
The differences between species that 
can only be disclosed by a marriage 
of neuroscience and ethology have 
the potential to provide us with 
unprecedented insight into the relation 
of primate brains and behavior as 
well as their evolution. Moreover, 
recognizing species differences 
and why they exist is essential 
for translating basic into clinical 
neuroscience: one could imagine, for 
example, a neurobiological insight 
formulated from an understanding of 
species differences that salvages an 
otherwise failed attempt to translate a 
pharmacological agent developed in 
animals into an effective therapy for the 
human brain. 
Indeed, our understanding of human 
neuroanatomy and physiology has 
been, and continues to be, informed 
by a basic understanding of the 
phylogenetic, developmental and 
proximate mechanisms that govern the 
behavior of many species of animals. 
Why, then, have neuroscientists and 
ethologists not come together in what 
seems to be a natural union? 
Todd Preuss hits the nail on the head 
in his chapter. Many contemporary 
neuroscientists seem intent on treating 
‘brains as brains’, he vituperates. By 
contrast, geneticists have learned 
to expect extensive phylogenetic 
differences in the genomes of animal 
species; (indeed, ethology has had 
enduring relationships with other 
scientific fields in the laboratory). 
Preuss remarks that, if the rodent brain 
is to be regarded as an ideal model for 
human disease, then who wants to hear 
about species differences? Put another 
way: what is the point of dwelling on 
the limitations of any one particular 
animal model, be it rodent, primate, or 
otherwise? 
Ethical regulations related to primate 
research have compounded the 
problem by restricting the diversity of 
primate species available for study. 
This is particularly unfortunate given 
Primate 
neuroscience and 
ethology — an 
enduring union?
Christopher I. Petkov1  
and Jared P. Taglialatela2
Primate Neuroethology 
Michael Platt and Asif Ghazanfar 
Oxford University Press 
ISBN 978-0-19-532659-8
The fields of primate neuroscience 
and ethology are star-crossed lovers, 
suggest Michael Platt and Asif 
Ghazanfar in Primate Neuroethology. 
But is this just a fleeting courtship, 
primed to fizzle after the novelty of it 
has worn off? Not if the contributors 
to this thorough and well-conceived 
volume have anything to say about 
it. After all, the goal of ethology is not 
only to uncover the adaptive value 
and evolutionary history of behavior, 
but also to determine the mechanisms 
responsible for behavior. Clearly, 
combining neuroscience with ethology 
is necessary to achieve this end.
Indeed, neuroscience and ethology 
have crossed paths before, but mainly 
outside of the primate order. The 
discovery of the elegant neuronal 
specialization for echolocation in the 
bat auditory cortex might have been 
missed by Nobuo Suga and colleagues 
had they stimulated auditory neurons 
with random sounds, oblivious to the 
ecological forces that have shaped  
the design of the bat auditory cortex. 
The classic work of the fathers of 
modern ethology, like Karl von Frisch, 
paved the way for neurobiologists such 
as Randolf Menzel to reveal a great 
deal about the neurobiology of visual 
behavior and learning in bees. The 
work on vocal learning in songbirds is 
another continuing neuroethological 
success story. Overall, examples of 
neuroethology abound, so why not 
from within the primate order?
Primate Neuroethology 
acknowledges that to overcome 
the complex factors that have kept 
primate neuroscience and ethology at 
a distance is a considerable challenge. 
But together, they make for great 
science (and are good for medicine, 
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